Differences in the regional prevalence of chronic hepatitis B in southern Africa--implications for vaccination.
Chronic hepatitis B infection is an important cause of cirrhosis and subsequent hepatocellular carcinoma in South Africa. The disease can now be prevented by vaccination, but second-generation genetically engineered vaccines still necessitate planned allotment. We have tested 29,312 black southern African mineworkers for hepatitis B surface antigen (HBsAg) to indirectly ascertain the relative prevalence of hepatitis B infection in diverse linguistic and ethnic groups. The overall prevalence of HBsAg in this cohort of predominantly rural men was 9.9%, but the prevalence in men from different regions varied from 5.5% to 14%. The relative prevalence in 200 magisterial districts was ranked; these percentage prevalences ranged from 0% to 17%. A significantly lower mean prevalence was detected in Southern Sotho subjects than in those from coastal districts (Nguni). Based on these data, we believe that there are perhaps 2 million hepatitis B carriers in South Africa. The collected data in this report could provide a basis for a broad-based vaccine campaign whereby hepatitis B vaccine could be targeted to high-priority districts initially. This strategy could rapidly reduce the critical mass of carriers, and hasten control of the disease.